
Manchester, England 
 
Manchester’s unique advantages made it a leading example of the new industrial city. This northern 
English town had ready access to waterpower. It also had available labor from the nearby countryside 
and an outlet to the sea at Liverpool.   
 
“From this filthy sewer pure gold flows,” wrote Alexis de Tocqueville 
(ah•lehk•SEE duh TOHK•vihl), the French writer, after he visited 
Manchester in 1835. Indeed, the industrial giant showed the best and 
worst of the Industrial Revolution. Manchester’s rapid, unplanned growth 
made it an unhealthy place for the poor people who lived and worked 
there. But wealth flowed from its factories. 
 
It went first to the mill owners and the new middle class. Eventually, 
although not immediately, the working class saw their standard of living rise as well.  Manchester’s 
business owners took pride in mastering each detail of the manufacturing process. They worked many 
hours and risked their own money. For their efforts, they were rewarded with high profits. Many 
erected gracious homes on the outskirts of town.  
 
To provide the mill owners with high profits, workers labored under terrible conditions. Children as 
young as six joined their parents in the factories. There, for six days a week, they toiled from 6 A.M. to 
7 or 8 P.M., with only half an hour for lunch and an hour for dinner. To keep the children awake, mill 
supervisors beat them. Tiny hands repaired broken threads in Manchester’s spinning machines, 
replaced thread in the bobbins, or swept up cotton fluff. The dangerous machinery injured many 

children. The fluff filled their lungs and made them cough. 
 
Until the first Factory Act passed in 1819, the British government 
exerted little control over child labor in Manchester and other 
factory cities. The act restricted working age and hours. For years 
after the act passed, young children still did heavy, dangerous 
work in Manchester’s factories. 
Putting so much industry into one place polluted the natural 

environment. The coal that powered factories and warmed houses blackened the air. Textile dyes and 
other wastes poisoned Manchester’s Irwell River. An eyewitness observer wrote the following 
description of the river in 1862: 
 
P R I M A RY SO U R C E 

Steam boilers discharge into it their seething contents, and drains and sewers their fetid impurities; till at length it rolls on— 
here between tall dingy walls, there under precipices of red sandstone—considerably less a river than a flood of liquid 
manure. HUGH MILLER, “Old Red Sandstone” 
 

Like other new industrial cities of the 19th century, Manchester produced consumer goods and 
created wealth on a grand scale. Yet, it also stood as a reminder of the ills of rapid and unplanned 
industrialization.  
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Child "hurriers" (often girls) working in mines. They ‘hurried’ 
(carried) the coal to the surface by climbing with a basket, 
filled with coal, on their backs. It was held in place by a strap 
around the front of their heads. This often made their hair at 
the front wear away, creating a bald spot. 

Child Labor 

That the shameful practice of child labor should have played an important role in the Industrial 
Revolution from its outset is not to be wondered at. The displaced working classes, from the 
seventeenth century on, took it for granted that a family would not be able to support itself if the 
children were not employed. The children of the poor were forced by economic conditions to work.  In 
1840 perhaps only twenty percent of the children of London had any schooling, a number which had 
risen by 1860, when perhaps half of the children between 5 and 15 were in some sort of school, if only 
a day school (of the sort in which Dickens's Pip finds himself in Great Expectations) or a Sunday 
school; the others were working.  
Many of the more fortunate found employment as apprentices to respectable 
trades (in the building trade workers put in 64 hours a week in summer and 
52 in winter) or as general servants—there were over 120,000 domestic 
servants in London alone at mid-century, who worked 80 hour weeks for one 
halfpence per hour—but many more were not so lucky. Most 
prostitutes (and there were thousands in London alone) were 
between 15 and 22 years of age. 
Many children worked 16 hour days under atrocious conditions, 
as their elders did. Ineffective parliamentary acts to regulate the 
work of workhouse children in factories and cotton mills to 12 
hours per day had been passed as early as 1802 and 1819. After radical agitation, notably in 1831, 
when "Short Time Committees" organized largely by Evangelicals began to demand a ten hour day, a 
royal commission recommended in 1833 that children aged 11-18 be permitted to work a maximum of 
twelve hours per day; children 9-11 were allowed to work 8 hour days; and children under 9 were no 
longer permitted to work at all (children as young as 3 had been put to work previously). This act 
applied only to the textile industry, where children were put to work at the age of 5, and not to a host 
of other industries and occupations. 
 Iron and coal mines (where children, again, both boys and girls, began work at age 5, and generally 
died before they were 25), gas works, shipyards, construction, match factories, nail factories, and the 
business of chimney sweeping, for example, where the exploitation of child labor was more extensive, 
was to be enforced in all of England by a total of four inspectors. After further radical agitation, 
another act in 1847 limited both adults and children to ten hours of work daily.   
 
By David Cody, Associate Professor of English, Hartwick College 
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“I began work at the mill in Bradford when I was nine years old……we began at six in the morning and worked 
until nine at night. When business was brisk, we began at five and worked until ten in the evening."  
Hannah Brown, interviewed in 1832 
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Samuel Slater 

Son of a yeoman farmer, Samuel Slater was born in Belper, Derbyshire, England on June 9, 
1768. He become involved in the textile industry at the age of 14 when he was apprenticed to 
Jedediah Strutt, a partner of Richard Arkwright and the owner of one of the first cotton mills in 
Belper. Slater worked for Strutt for eight years and rose to become superintendent of Strutt's 
mill. It was in this capacity that he gained a comprehensive understanding of Arkwright's 
machines. 

Believing that textile industry in England had reached its peak, Slater 
immigrated secretly to America in 1789 in hopes of making his fortune 
in America's infant textile industry. (It was illegal at the time to leave 
England with plans for how to build a textile mill since England had the 
monopoly on the industry.) 
While others with textile manufacturing experience had emigrated 
before him, Slater was the first who knew how to build as well as 
operate textile machines. He built a spinning machine from memory 
and a partial design. Slater, with funding from Providence investors 
and assistance from skilled local artisans, built the first American 
successful water powered textile mill in Pawtucket in 1793.  
By the time other firms entered the industry, Slater's organizational 

methods had become the model for his successors in the Blackstone River Valley. Later 
known as the Rhode Island System, it began when Slater enlisted entire families, including 
children, to work in his mills. These families often lived in company owned housing located 
near the mills, shopped at the company stores and attended company schools and churches. 
While not big enough to support the large mills which became common in Massachusetts, the 
Blackstone River's steep drop and numerous falls provided ideal conditions for the 
development of small, rural textile mills around which mill 
villages developed. 
One of the earliest of these mill villages was Slatersville. 
Located on the Branch River in present day North Smithfield, 
Rhode Island, Slatersville was built by Samuel Slater and his 
brother John in 1803. By 1807, the village included the 
Slatersville Mill, the largest and most modern industrial 
building of its day, two tenement houses for workers, the 
owner's house and the company store.  
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Workhouses 

Before 1834, poor people were looked after by buying food and 
clothing from money collected from land owners and other wealthy 
people. 
The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 ensured that no able-
bodied person could get poor relief unless they went to live in 
special workhouses. The idea was that the poor were helped to support themselves. They had to 
work for their food and accommodation. 
Workhouses were where poor people who had no job or home lived. They earned their keep by 
doing jobs in the workhouse. Also in the workhouses were orphaned (children without parents) 
and abandoned children, the physically and mentally sick, the disabled, the elderly and 
unmarried mothers. Workhouses were often very large and were feared by the poor and old.  

A workhouse provided: 

place to live 
place to work & earn money 

free medical care, food  
clothes 

Free education for children & 
training for a job 

The staff of a workhouse included: 

Master 
Matron 

Medical officer 
Chaplain 

Porter 
School teacher 

Workhouses provided almost everything that was needed onsite: 

Dining hall 
Dormitories 
Kitchen 
School 

Nurseries 
Bakery 
Laundry 
Tailors 

Shoe-maker 
Vegetable gardens 
Small farm 
Room for sick 

Chapel 
Mortuary  

 

The government, terrified of encouraging 'idlers' (lazy people), made sure that people feared the 
workhouse and would do anything to keep out of it. 
Women, children and men had different living and working areas in the workhouse, so families were 
split up. To make things even worse they could be punished if they even tried to speak to one 
another. 
The education the children received did not include the two most 
important skills of all, reading and writing, which were needed to get 
a good job.  
The poor were made to wear a uniform. This meant that everyone 
looked the same and everyone outside knew they were poor and 
lived in the workhouse. Upon entering the workhouse, the poor 
were stripped and bathed (under supervision). 
The food was tasteless and was the same day after day. 
The young and old as well as men and women were made to work hard, often doing unpleasant jobs.  
Children could also find themselves 'hired out' (sold) to work in factories or mines. 

http://www.chiddingstone.kent.sch.uk/homework/victorians/workhouses.html 
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Sanitary Conditions 

Living Conditions  

Because England’s cities grew rapidly, they had no development plans, 
sanitary codes, or building codes. Moreover, they lacked adequate housing, 
education, and police protection for the people who poured in from the 
countryside to seek jobs. Most of the unpaved streets had no drains, and 
garbage collected in heaps on them. Workers lived in dark, dirty shelters, with 
whole families crowding into one bedroom.  
Sickness was widespread. Epidemics of the deadly disease cholera regularly 
swept through the slums of Great Britain’s industrial cities. In 1842, a British 
government study showed an average life span to be 17 years for working-class people in one large city, 
compared with 38 years in a nearby rural area. 
In the rush to build houses, many were constructed too quickly in terraced rows. Some of these houses had 
just a small yard at the rear where an outside toilet was placed. Others were ‘back to back’ with communal 
toilets. Almost as soon as they were occupied, many of these houses became slums. Most of the poorest 
people lived in overcrowded and inadequate housing, and some of these people lived in cellars. It has been 
recorded that, in one instance, 17 people from different families lived in an area of 5 meters by 4 meters. 
Sanitary arrangements were often non-existent, and many toilets were of the ‘earth closet’ variety. These were 
found outside the houses, as far away as possible because of the smell. Usually they were emptied by the ‘soil 
men’ at night. These men took the solid human waste away. However, in poorer districts, the solid waste was 
just heaped in a large pile close to the houses. The liquid from the toilets and the waste heaps seeped down 
into the earth and contaminated the water supplies. These liquids carried disease-causing germs into the 
water. The most frightening disease of all was cholera. 

Cholera 

Cholera originated in India. It quickly spread into Asia and Russia, and 
eventually reached Europe. The first case of cholera in Britain was recorded in 
the northern port of Sunderland in October 1831. Although immediate 
quarantine precautions were taken, cholera had spread to London by February 
1832. 
The disease was greatly feared by everyone because it spread very quickly and 
was not confined to any one social class. It could strike anyone, from the 
poorest to the wealthiest and the noble. 
A cholera victim was first stricken with violent sickness and diarrhea. This 
caused intense dehydration (loss of body fluids). Over 50% of the people who contracted the disease died, 
often within 24 hours of showing signs of the first symptoms. In the early part of the 19th century the method of 
transmission of cholera was not known. Many people thought that it was caused by poisonous, foul-smelling 
air. It was only in 1849, when an epidemic killed over 70,000 people, that Dr. John Snow discovered that the 
cholera bacteria were contracted from polluted water. 
In an attempt to contain the disease, Health Boards were set up to establish better standards of sanitation. 
Local government officials were told to clean up the towns and cities. They were instructed to provide for the 
removal of solid waste heaps and other household wastes, to clean the streets (particularly of the large 
amounts of horse manure) and to whitewash houses wherever possible. Despite these measures the epidemic 
continued to spread and very few people took notice of Dr. Snow's discovery. 
Finally the connection between cholera and polluted water was accepted. As a result improved sanitation and 
the provision of clean drinking water became an even greater priority. This, together with gradual 
improvements in housing, enabled cholera, along with other diseases associated with poor living conditions, to 
be eradicated. 

http://www.saburchill.com/history/chapters/IR/039a.html 
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The Crystal Palace 

In 1851 Great Britain was arguably the leader of the Industrial 
Revolution and feeling very secure in that ideal. The Great 
Exhibition of 1851 in London was conceived to symbolize this 
industrial, military and economic superiority of Great 
Britain.  Just representing the feats of Britain itself would have 
excluded many of the technological achievements pioneered by 
the British in its many colonies and protectorates, so it was 
decided to make the exhibit truly international with invitations 
being extended to almost all of the colonized world. The British 
also felt that it was important to show their achievements right 
alongside those of "less civilized" countries. The prevailing 
attitude in England at the time was ripe for the somewhat 

arrogant parading of accomplishments. It was during the mid-1850s that the word "Victorian" began to be 
employed to express a new self-consciousness, both in relation to the nation and to the period through which it 
was passing. 
The exhibition was also a  triumph for Victoria's German husband, Albert. Conceived by Prince Albert, the 
Great Exhibition was held in Hyde Park in London in the specially constructed Crystal Palace. The Crystal 
Palace was originally designed by Sir Joseph Paxton in only 10 days and was a huge iron goliath with over a 
million feet of glass. It was important that the building used to showcase these achievements be grandiose and 
innovative.  Over 13,000 exhibits were displayed and viewed by over 
6,200,000 visitors to the exhibition. The millions of visitors that journeyed 
to the Great Exhibition of 1851 marveled at the Industrial Revolution that 
was propelling Britain into the greatest power of the time. Among the 
13,000 exhibits from all around the world were the Jacquard loom, an 
envelope machine, tools, kitchen appliances, steel-making displays and a 
reaping machine from the United States. The objects on display came 
from all parts of the world, including India and the countries with recent 
white settlements, such as Australia and New Zealand that constituted 
the new empire. Many of the visitors who flocked to London came from 
European cities.  
The Crystal Palace itself was almost outshone by the park in which it 
stood, which contained a magnificent series of fountains, comprising 
almost 12,000 individual jets. The largest of these threw water to a height 
of 250ft. Some 120,000 gallons of water flowed through the system when it was in full play. 
The park also contained unrivaled collections of statues, many of which were copies of great works from 
around the world, and a geological display which included a replica lead mine and the first attempts anywhere 
in the world to portray life-size restorations of extinct animals, including dinosaurs. Crystal Palace Park was 
also the scene of spectacular Brock's fireworks displays.  
 
http://www.victorianstation.com/palace.html 
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Working Conditions 

Mining 

By the early part of the 18th century much of the easily 
mined surface coal had been extracted. Increasingly coal 
had to brought up from deep mines, often two kilometers 
beneath the earth. As the coal industry expanded, more 
and more miners went underground to extract coal and 
often worked very long hours in hazardous conditions. 
In early mines, coal was brought up the surface in very 
primitive ways. Whole families worked at the mines. The father and the boys hewed the coal (cutting the coal 
from seams with a pick). The mother and girls ‘hurried’ (carried) the coal to the surface by climbing a spiral 
staircase with a basket, filled with coal, on their backs. It was held in place by a strap around the front of their 
heads. This often made their hair at the front wear away, creating a bald spot. 
Frequent accidents, damp conditions, and the constant breathing of coal dust made the average miner’s life 
span ten years shorter than that of other workers. Many women and children were employed in the mining 
industry because they were the cheapest source of labor.  
In some mines, both the coal and the miners were brought to the surface in wooden buckets which were pulled 
up the shaft. Sometimes the miners just had a rope to hold on to. Rope breaks and mistakes with a windlass 
often led to miners plunging to their deaths. As these awful accidents became known, there were calls to find 
out just how bad conditions were in the mines. A commission was set up to investigate the working conditions 
in the mines. 

Factories 

To increase production, factory owners wanted to keep their machines running as many hours as possible. As 
a result, the average worker spent 14 hours a day at the job, 6 days a week. Work did not change with the 
seasons, as it did on the farm. Instead, work remained the same week after week, year after year. 
Industry also posed new dangers for workers. Factories were seldom well lit or clean. Machines injured 
workers. A boiler might explode or a drive belt might catch an arm. And there was no government program to 
provide aid in case of injury. 
 

British Labor Laws 

1833 Factory Act: 

 Children banned from working in textile factories under the age of nine.  

 9 - 13 year olds limited to 9 hours a day and 48 hours a week.  

 13 - 18 year olds limited to 12 hours a day and 69 hours a week.  

 All children under eleven to have two hours education a day.  
1842 Mines and Collieries Act 

 All women and children under 10 were banned from working underground.  

 No one under 15 years was to work winding gear in mines. 
1844 Factory Act: 

 Minimum age for working in factories reduced to 8 years old.  

 8 to 13 years old to work a maximum of six and a half hours on weekdays and only six hours on Saturday  

 13 to 18 year olds to work a maximum of 12 hours a day and the same applied to women.  

 Safety guards had to be fitted to all machines. 

 Three hours education a day for children.  
1847 Fielder's Factory Act: 

 10 hour day introduced for under 18's and for women. 
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